An anomalous transient in the early Hubble-type (S0) galaxy Messier 85 (M85) in the Virgo cluster was discovered by Kulkarni et al. 1 on 7 January 2006 that had very low luminosity (peak absolute R-band magnitude M R of about 212) that was constant over more than 80 days, red colour and narrow spectral lines, which seem inconsistent with those observed in any known class of transient events. Kulkarni et al. 1 suggest an exotic stellar merger as the possible origin. An alternative explanation is that the transient in M85 was a type II-plateau supernova of extremely low luminosity, exploding in a lenticular galaxy with residual star-forming activity. This intriguing transient might be the faintest supernova that has ever been discovered.
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Kulkarni et al. 1 suggest that this event (labelled M85 OT2006-1) was an anomalous luminous red nova, possibly generated in a stellar merger. An overall similarity with other transients (M31 RV, V4332 Sgr and V838 And) was also proposed 2 , in spite of the fact that M85 OT2006-1 is significantly brighter (by two to three magnitudes). We propose an alternative scenario in which M85 OT2006-1 is an extreme case of a low-luminosity type II-plateau supernova 3, 4 , about 1.5 magnitudes fainter than the faintest low-luminosity type IIplateau supernova discovered so far (SN1999br) 4, 5 .
The morphology of its light curve 1 is very similar to that of an lowluminosity type II-plateau supernova , in terms of the plateau duration (typically 80-110 days) and the low peak luminosity (215 , M V , 213; refs 4-6 and Fig. 1 ). The spectra of M85 OT2006-1 show a red continuum and very narrow lines (H I, Ca II, Ba II, Fe II and possibly other species; Fig. 2 ), which are commonly observed in low-luminosity type II-plateau supernovae during the hydrogen envelope recombination phase [3] [4] [5] [6] . Some features show P Cygni profiles, others a double component in emission. In particular, Ha shows a very narrow line (v < 350 km s 21 ; ref. 1) on the top of a broader (v < 800 km s 21 ) component ( Fig. 2b) , which is consistent with the typical expansion velocities of known low-luminosity type II-plateau supernovae 4 . The properties of this subclass of supernovae are explained by invoking low explosion energies (=10 51 erg) and very small amounts of ejected radioactive 56 
Core-collapse supernovae are normally observed in spirals, whereas M85 is a lenticular galaxy (S0). However, traces of recent episodes of star formation are observed in many local early-type galaxies, in the form of faint nebular emission lines, tidal tails, dust lanes, H I gas, blue colour and radio emission. Hence the fact that M85 OT2006-1 occurred in an S0 galaxy does not categorically exclude a relatively massive progenitor star. It has been suggested that moderate-mass stars (8-12M [ ) can explode as low-luminosity type II-plateau supernovae 7-10 , and it is certainly possible that Hubble type E/S0 galaxies host stellar populations of such masses. Indeed, about a dozen core-collapse supernovae have been discovered in S0 galaxies in the past five years 11 . This might well be the case for M85, which has a non-negligible radio flux (L < 10 27 erg s -1 Hz -1 ), placing this galaxy in the faint tail of the radio galaxies 12 . Moreover, the strong nuclear Ha and the presence of an inner blue ring in M85 are indicative that recent (minor) episodes of star formation occurred 13 .
One of the arguments advanced by Kulkarni et al. 1 against a massive star origin for M85 OT2006-1 was that no star was visible in deep pre-explosion Hubble Space Telescope images. However, the detection limit of m F850LP 5 24.7 (as quoted by Kulkarni et al. 1 ) is not sufficient to exclude a moderately massive precursor. If it was a spectroscopic type K to M supergiant, after adopting the assumptions on the distance and the reddening by Kulkarni et al. 1 
